
Women and Church Leadership 
 
There has been much debate amongst Christians concerning women holding 
teaching and/or leadership roles within churches. Complementarianism is the 
theological view that women are prohibited from specific functions of leadership in 
the church, specifically teaching or leading men. Egalitarianism is the theological view 
that God calls and deploys ministers into ministry regardless of gender , thus allowing 
women to both teach and lead within the church. 
 
There are two primary passages cited by those who hold the complementarian view 
for why women cannot teach or lead in church.   
 
The first is 1 Corinthians 14: 34-35:  

Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must 
be in submission, as the law says.  If they want to inquire about something, they should 
ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the 
church (NIV). 

 
In any critical study of the Bible, context, culture, authorial intent and audience must be 
taken into account in order to fully understand a verse or a passage. In this case, we 
know that Corinthians is a letter written by Paul to the church in Corinth. Throughout 
this letter Paul takes time to make corrections, give direction and answer questions 
directly relating to the problems this church was navigating. In chapter 11 Paul gives 
direction for how a woman should pray and prophesy during public worship and in 
chapters 12-14 women are included in the instructions he gives concerning spiritual gifts 
and how to use them while participating in worship services. It would be an obvious 
contradiction for Paul to be against women speaking in church while being for women 
praying, prophesying and operating in spiritual gifts (of which teaching and leadership 
are listed).  
 
It is more likely that Paul was addressing an issue with the women of the Corinthian 
church. Using historical sources to help us understand, we find that women being 
allowed to attend church in a largely patriarchal culture was new, and in this newfound 
freedom, women in this church had begun causing distractions: mostly asking questions 
that could have been answered elsewhere. Paul is handling an issue of disruption, not 
laying down doctrine about women’s roles in the church. 
 
The second section of verses cited by those who hold the complementarian view for 
why women cannot teach or lead in church is 1 Timothy 2:11-12: 

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission.  I do not permit a woman to 
teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet (NIV). 

 
Here again, we find that Paul is addressing a specific set of issues in the church in 
Ephesus, a significant problem being that false teachers were causing confusion. Because 



the women of the Ephesian church have newly been given the freedom to participate in 
church, they are particularly susceptible to both assimilating and perpetuating false 
teaching. They simply don’t know enough yet to teach others. The wise advice given by 
Paul to Timothy, the young pastor of this church, was to put people in leadership 
positions who are mature in their faith. 
 
But what about that phrase that women are not allowed to assume “authority” over a 
man? 
 
In study of the context of the church in Ephesus, it seems that in addition to adopting 
and sharing false teaching, these women were also attempting to usurp authority over 
the male leaders in their churches. Paul is correcting this problem sternly by telling these 
women to be quiet and submissive. The problem arises when we take this cultural and 
historical issue, and we paste it onto all women for all time. This would be an acceptable 
practice if Paul consistently insisted that women were not permitted to teach, lead, pray, 
prophesy or speak up in any way throughout his body of work, but this is just not the 
case. Instead, Paul commends the ministry and leadership of multiple women. Among 
them are Priscilla, who taught Apollos (Acts 18:24-26); the deacon Phoebe (Romans 
16:1); the “outstanding apostle” Junia (Romans 16:7); Mary, Tryphena, Tryphosa and 
Persis who were the “Lord's workers” (Romans 16:6, 12); as were Euodia and Syntyche 
(Philippians 4:2). Paul was very likely prohibiting the Ephesian women, not all women, 
from teaching. 
 
In addition to Paul’s commendations, the Bible as a whole highlights the ministry of 
women throughout its history, including the prophet Miriam (Exodus 15:20); the 
prophet, judge and military leader Deborah (Judges 4 -5); the prophet Huldah (2 Kings 
22; 2 Chronicles 34); the prophet Anna (Luke 2:36); and Philip’s four prophet daughters 
(Acts 21:9). The Bible’s consistent portrayal of women as apostles, prophets, leaders, 
teachers, advisers and servants would be inconsistent with Paul teaching that women 
cannot operate in any of those roles. Thus, we believe Paul’s instructions in those two 
instances are most likely contextual, cultural and historical for the people in the 
circumstances he is correcting and instructing.  
 
For these reasons, we ascribe to an egalitarian view of women, believing God calls and 
deploys women into ministry. 
  
 
 


